FISHER'S SEX RATIO THEORY MAY EXPLAIN HATCHING PATTERNS IN BIRDS.
I present the hypothesis that asynchronous hatching is a means of ensuring an equal degree of parental investment in the progeny of each sex in altricial species of birds that are sexually dimorphic in size. In a comparative analysis of bird species of Africa and the Western Palearctic, I find a positive relationship between hatching asynchrony and sexual size dimorphism, in support of the hypothesis. The relation is significant for species in which males are larger than females, and in species in which females are larger than males. In addition, it holds even if allometric effects of body size are controlled for. No such relationship is found in species with self-feeding young. Alternative hypotheses to explain asynchronous hatching in altricial birds are discussed. The results of the comparative study are also consistent with some of these hypotheses. For instance, asynchronous hatching may be a mechanism used by parents of dimorphic species to deal with unpredictable primary sex ratios; it may be a way of avoiding simultaneous peak food demands by the young; or it may be a way of advancing the time of hatching so that the division of labor between the parents is optimized.